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This paper produces the first mapping of the ostensibly ‘lesbian’ spaces in Brisbane, 
focusing on lesbian bars and/or clubs. While cultural geographers have long noted 
the increased presence of ‘queerness’ within urban built environments, including 
how articulations of queerness within the built environment impacts on the usage of 
those spaces both by queers and non-queers, few have applied this work to 
Queensland’s capital1. This paper addresses this gap. To do so, I begin contextually 
by  ‘overviewing’ how queer space has tended to be ‘mapped’ in existing 
scholarship. I then consider how lesbian space, in particular, is mediated, through 
interpersonal networks, queer media, and, increasingly, virtual spaces. The point of 
this is to consider how lesbians go about the process of finding each other, and of 
finding community, through and in the spaces of Brisbane’s built environment. 
Finally, and with these contexts in place, I move on to a brief case study of the three 
incarnations of one lesbian bar in Brisbane: namely, Mint Cocktail Bar. This case 
study raises a series of questions, including what, if any, are the aesthetic 
characteristics of these spaces? How are they contextualised within, and how do they 
interact with, the broader built environment? And what, ultimately, might these 
spatial interactions reveal about ideologies of sexuality within the built environment 
of Brisbane? 
 
                                                
1 One exception to this is Sunshine and Rainbows by Clive Moore in which he catalogued the 
various gay and lesbian venues patronised from the 1970s to the 1990s in Brisbane. Notably, 
in his survey he named only two women’s venues: ‘KD’s’ at the Jubilee Hotel and ‘The Sandpit’ 
at the Melbourne Hotel which were in operation in the late 1990s. 
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Sex(uality) and the City: Or, Mapping Queer Space  
 
Early research into the relationships between sexual identity and the city tended to 
take the form of physical mappings or ethnographic data gathering when trying to 
outline queer occupation in the urban environments of, say, North America and the 
United Kingdom. And, like most early queer scholarship, it typically focused on gay 
men, rather than lesbians (though this imbalance has begun to be redressed).  
Indeed, Gill Valentine and Jon Binnie argue that early mappings of sexuality were 
“unproblematically spatial”, meaning that they were loaded with simplistic 
assumptions of what space is and how it is occupied (176). While such assumptions 
are now at odds with current scholarship, it was through these early studies that 
differences were identified in the formation and occupation of urban space and place 
between lesbians and gay men.  
 
In particular, Manuel Castells proposed that gay men, with their greater collective 
wealth and social freedoms (an effect of male privilege in a patriarchal world), had a 
ready claim on a highly visualised and commercialised public urban scene, which 
they unambiguously laid (see Castells 140). Lesbians, however, were neither 
collectively wealthy nor publicly territorial and, as a result, tended to create space 
through interpersonal networks. Later research has similarly argued that lesbian 
space is not readily ‘held’ in or by the public domain in any fixed or obvious way. 
Accordingly, the association of ‘lesbian’ and ‘space’ in terms of a physical 
containment is most compellingly associated with the private, and not the public, 
sphere.  
 
In scholarship that focused on public lesbian space then, the ongoing problem of the 
potential or literal invisibility of lesbian sexuality was often either the premise for or 
the conclusion of the work. For instance, perhaps the most acute recent account of 
the evasiveness of lesbian sexuality in the urban built environment is ‘The Boy 
Mechanic’, a photographic/videographic project by Kaucyila Brooke that documents 
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the (evanescent) past and contemporary lesbian bar scene in San Diego and Los 
Angeles. Brooke’s territorially-broad, temporally-deep photographic mapping 
anchors narrative/memorial anecdotes of local women to largely interiorised 
leisurescapes that then become fixed in place and time. Thus, the project also 
renders these lesbian spaces as public and as publicly know-able. 
 
Indeed, Kelly Hankin argues that the project manages to document “the 
historiography of lesbians’ entry into and unique relationship to public space” 
(“Wish” 36). And some of that spatial history is celebratory. Against the background 
of the phantomic sites of past lesbian occupation are figured triumphant 
exclamations of those very few spaces that have survived a longer-than-usual 
lifespan: “35 years!”, says one woman, “All the (women) 60+”, and “35 years! Purple 
Neon, Disco Ball”. Yet, as Brooke notes, the endurance of these very few sites points 
more to their spatial, cultural, and historical fragility than to anything else and 
seems to conclude where so much scholarship has: that lesbian space is a 
problematic phenomenon to map. 
 
But Brooke’s project is also useful, inasmuch as its focus on lesbian bars points to a 
practical way forward. Certainly, the lesbian bar has historically played an important 
role in lesbian community formation. In the urban built environment the lesbian bar 
was a crucial safe space for women to be able to meet for social and sexual 
communion in an otherwise homophobic world (Hankin, “Wish” 36). In fact, Hankin 
argues that the lesbian bar is still the “most culturally symbolic public lesbian 
institution” (“Lesbian” 34). Yet, it continues to be a troubled occupation. Hankin 
argues that in its exploratory survey of an uncertain urban field ‘The Boy Mechanic’ 
metaphorically characterises “the conditions [of] public lesbian institutions, 
particularly the bar” as “chronic ephemerality, irregularity, and replacement in the 
public realm” (“Wish” 48). Hence, the lesbian bar (including its more recent 
incarnation, the ‘club’) remains a challenging yet important site from which to begin 
a mapping of lesbian space and place in the public domain/sphere, especially in 
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places like Brisbane that have, until now, remained largely ‘unmapped’. And 
mapping lesbian space unquestionably remains an important cultural task, if only to 
argue against the possible denial of lesbian occupation—and, by extension, lesbian 
existence—in (implicitly sexist) public discourses and narrations of cultural history 
that continue to look at cities yet somehow fail to ‘see’ the lesbians in them.  
 
Dykes in Space: Or, the Mediation of Brisbane Lesbian Space 
 
Despite the increase of queer spatial mapping and analysis, certainly in cultural 
geography and, to a lesser extent, architectural scholarship, there are few studies of 
queer occupation in contemporary Australian built environments. Moreover, when 
they have been undertaken, such studies have largely focused on Sydney, and even 
then to events held within Sydney, such as the Mardi Gras and the Gay Games (for 
example, see recent work by Markwell and Stephenson, Rowe and Markwell). These 
studies have a different agenda to the previous American and British mapping 
projects of the 1980s and 1990s. Rather than identify queer space and ‘taxonomise’ 
uses of it, these studies investigate the ecology of ephemeral urban events. But not 
only are these large events overwhelmingly ‘queer’, rather than lesbian-specific; they 
are also ‘special’ events that exceed daily social or sexual norms.  
 
What, then, of the everyday spaces of lesbian public occupation and, in particular, of 
Brisbane lesbian bars? Before I answer this, however, there is an implicit assumption 
here that is worth addressing. Existing studies have already proven how problematic 
it can be to attempt to map lesbian space, which points to the fact that lesbian 
space, unlike so many other versions of space, is not necessarily fixed or readily 
apparent, certainly to the uninitiated. Lesbian bars tend to be open only on certain 
nights of the week and often only stay in business for a matter of months. 
Consequently, before attempting any kind of mapping of lesbian public space, it is 
worth considering how one finds this space in the first place. The scholarship I 
discussed earlier suggested that lesbians establish community space in urban built 
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environments through interpersonal networks, but how are interpersonal networks 
tapped, particularly by the outsider? If, for example, I were either completely new to 
Brisbane, or a long-time resident of Brisbane but new to/in a lesbian identity, how 
would I find ‘lesbian space’ in Brisbane, without access to lesbian interpersonal 
networks?  
 
The answer, of course, lies in the mediation of space. Like most spaces, Brisbane 
lesbian space is discussed, narrated, mediated in a handful of public forums. 
Primarily, however, this mediation takes place either in queer community 
newspapers or in lesbian virtual communities. Queer community newspapers, such 
as Brother/Sister, Queensland Pride, or Q News, are the easiest public queer media 
to physically access (they are, for example, available in city walk-ways or video stores 
in ‘gay-friendly’ suburbs like New Farm). They are by no means available everywhere, 
however, and they also tend to be gay male-focused, with less attention paid to 
lesbian culture. Certainly this is the case with Q News. Moreover, because the 
process of gaining access to these newspapers involves the potentially stigmatised 
business of physically locating them and picking them up, there is also the 
commensurate possibility of personal fear of this form of spatial mediation. This fear 
is likely to be greater for those well outside of interpersonal networks (such as with 
my previous figurative examples of someone unfamiliar with either Brisbane cultural 
spaces or a lesbian identity).  
 
It is unsurprising, then, that lesbian virtual communities—which allow users to 
navigate community mediations of lesbian space in the comparative anonymity and 
safety of their homes—have exploded in popularity in recent years. In Australia, and 
certainly Brisbane, the most significant example is The Pink Sofa 
(www.thepinksofa.com.au), a comprehensive web-based framework for lesbian 
personals/dating, discussion forums, chat spaces, community classifieds, and 
business advertising. Developed in Adelaide by a lesbian couple, The Pink Sofa 
appears to address the kinds of social, cultural, and perhaps physical stigmas and/or 
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risks identified earlier through its use of ‘the pink sofa’ as title and logo. A ‘pink 
sofa’ is a safe and domestic image, not to mention a feminine/queer one (it’s pink!). 
The site thus seems to locate itself as a comfortable virtual mediation of the 
(potentially risky) lesbian real. What’s most significant to this paper, of course, is 
The Pink Sofa’s role as the primary mediation of Brisbane lesbian space and, often, 
the primary conduit between some Brisbane lesbians; after all, The Pink Sofa, as I 
discuss later, sponsors select lesbian bars and thus encourages users to translate 
their virtual ‘connection’ into a face-to-face one at sponsored lesbian bars.  
 
Thus, the Pink Sofa provides a virtual mapping of Brisbane lesbian space. It does so, 
by and large, through its virtual notice board of lesbian events, which ranges in 
coverage from special events—like lesbian New Year’s Eve parties—to ongoing 
lesbian spaces, like lesbian bar nights. To this extent, it functions in a similar way to 
traditional neighbourhood community centres, which represent one of the most 
traditional forms of community self-mapping. Equally, The Pink Sofa represents a 
virtual lesbian community self-mapping, consequently giving new initiates 
comparable access to the classic lesbian interpersonal networks. This also 
represents a major shift in how scholars should begin to re-conceptualise how we 
think about the mediation and mapping of lesbian space. 
 
In terms of the Brisbane lesbian bars included in The Pink Sofa’s Brisbane lesbian 
community self-mapping, the following appeared—at the time of writing—under the 
category of lesbian ‘events’ in ‘Queensland’: 
 
• Mint Cocktail Bar, a lesbian bar open, upstairs at The Wickham, every 
Saturday evening;  
• Scarlet, a lesbian bar open, upstairs at St Paul’s Tavern on Leichhardt Street. 
Spring Hill, one Saturday evening a month;  
• an infrequent ‘women-only dance party’ held downstairs at the Sportsman 
Hotel, Spring Hill, on selected evenings; 
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• a lesbian ‘social’ evening, hosted by Club Phoenix, and held at Brothers St 
Brendan’s Leagues Club in the outer suburbs on selected dates; and  
• Taboo (previously ‘Chic’), an infrequent queer/kinky dance/play party held 
upstairs at the Shamrock in Fortitude Valley on select Saturday evenings. 
 
There are a number of things of note about this list. First, there is an obvious paucity 
of regular lesbian spaces, in comparison to the much larger number of ‘straight’ 
pubs and/or clubs in Brisbane. Second, there is a temporal difference, where lesbian 
spaces are, at best, held only once a week and, more often than not, only held 
‘occasionally’ and/or for ‘special events’. Third, there is also a distinct spatial 
pattern, where lesbian spaces are located either upstairs or downstairs in existing 
hetero- or queer-pubs and/or clubs, but never (or almost never) in the main spaces 
of those pubs/clubs. (No wonder no one can see lesbians in the urban built 
environment; they’re always on a different level of the pub!) So, even at this initial 
stage, The Pink Sofa’s virtual self-mapping of Brisbane lesbian space already reveals 
that lesbian sexuality is spatially segregated, and thus culturally marginal, in 
Brisbane’s urban built environment, whether from dominant culture (in hetero- pubs) 
or queer culture (in gay pubs). 
 
These patterns are worth teasing out in further detail with a dedicated case study of 
one lesbian bar, namely Mint Cocktail Bar, one of two Brisbane lesbian bars 
sponsored by The Pink Sofa.2 
 
A Case Study: Mint Cocktail Bar 
 
Mint Cocktail Bar (www.mintcocktailbar.com.au) was established by Brisbane lesbian 
Samantha Looker, publicised as a “fresh space for gay women” and symbolised by 
(you guessed it) a mint leaf. Unlike The Pink Sofa, which relies on 
                                                
2 The other, incidentally, is ‘City Lickers’, a lesbian group that runs the Scarlet bar and hosts a 
range of other events for Queensland lesbians, like the currently advertised ‘Big Lesbian Camp 
Out’.  
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comforting/domestic constructions of lesbianism, Mint Cocktail Bar is presented as a 
tasteful event space. The emphasis on Mint being a ‘cocktail bar’, rather than just ‘a 
bar’, clearly draws on a class discourse that invites discerning patronage (a 
euphemism for upper- or upper-middle class patrons). Similarly, Looker has also 
tried to construct a distinct aesthetic experience in a (temporarily lesbian) space and, 
indeed, her use of ‘gay’, rather than ‘lesbian’ or ‘queer’, to describe Mint is another 
attempt to mark her space as different from both hetero-spaces and other lesbian 
spaces. While the use of ‘gay’ might seem insignificant given that Mint’s web site 
also encourages ‘lesbian’, ‘queer’, and ‘bisexual’ women to their events, as well, it is 
nevertheless an interesting choice. In the United States, at least, ‘gay’ is considered 
the more “publicly acceptable designate” of female same-sex desire (see Hankin, 
“Lesbian” 37), presumably because it draws on an older discourse that tacitly 
removes the gendered emphasis on women in (hetero-)sexist societies. 
 
In just over two years since first opening, there have already been three incarnations 
of Mint. While I discuss these ‘incarnations’ separately, it is useful to note upfront 
the general trajectory. Thus: Mint first opened in 2005 in an upstairs space of The 
Pavilion, a West End pub. Mint was at this location for just under a year and, during 
this time, was open for business every second Saturday evening. Mint then moved to 
Rush in Post Office Square in the Brisbane CBD. Mint was at this location a mere four 
months and was again open every second Saturday evening. Mint then moved to the 
first floor of The Wickham, a queer pub in Fortitude Valley, and has, since August 
2006, opened every Saturday evening. Interestingly, there were almost no gaps or 
breaks in operation during these moves, presumably a testament to Looker’s 
business acumen. 
 
Because of its multiple incarnations, Mint works as an emblematic example: it is an 
alloy of several of the issues under consideration in this paper. It not only represents 
a distinctive example in Brisbane lesbian public culture—particularly if, as Hankin 
notes, a “few years” is the average life span of a lesbian bar and/or club (“Wish” 37), 
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in which case Mint is something of local, lesbian success story—but also because in 
each of its incarnations Mint articulated a different relation to the urban built 
environment and to Brisbane. From this perspective, Mint’s three incarnations 
transitorily figure lesbian-only space first in a bohemian inner suburb, then in a 
corporate/heterosexed city centre, and finally in a gay urban ‘fringe’.  
 
Take 1: Mint at The Pavilion 
 
Mint first opened in March 2005 in the upstairs room at The Pavilion in the Brisbane 
inner city locale of West End. Located on Boundary Street, The Pavilion is a large and 
spatially diverse hotel housing several bars, a large area of pool tables, and 
restaurants. It is not a ‘queer’ pub as such—or, at least, it is not articulated as such 
in the queer press—but it is located in one of Brisbane’s ‘queerer’ quarters. The 
demographics of West End are diverse, despite the waves of gentrification and 
substantial commercial redevelopment that have altered its complexion in recent 
years. The Pavilion’s web site promotes it as being “nestled in the midst of the 
Bohemian culture that is synonymous to West End”. As much as West End is 
bohemian, it is also arguably queer, so Mint’s emergence here was not only 
culturally fitting, but also provided a cultural context that allowed Mint’s patrons a 
basic sense of safety when entering and exiting the space (which should not be 
taken for granted in Brisbane). 
 
Within The Pavilion, Mint was located in The Emerald Room, an intimate cocktail 
lounge located on the first floor of the hotel. The Emerald Room had only just been 
renovated before Mint opened (and the lesbians moved in) and this figured largely in 
the promotional material produced by the proprietors. The space was new, modern, 
and sleek and, as the room’s title suggests, accented in cool green colours. The 
interior environment was varied, with a raised area of seating at one end of the long 
principal room and a separate adjacent ‘retreat’ lounge. A verandah also ran the 
length of the room, allowing an overview of the street. However, while Mint was 
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situated in a mostly straight venue, it was experienced quite separately to the rest of 
the pub. In fact, because Mint was sited on a completely different level—all other 
activities were occurring on the ground floor—Mint’s lesbian patrons were, in a very 
real sense, culturally marginalised because of these spatial relations. Like children 
told to go and play in their rooms during an adult dinner, Mint’s lesbian patrons 
were part of the larger place (building/location), but partitioned from the larger 
space (cultural practices). (For more on the difference between these terms, see 
Leap.) 
 
This was particularly the case given that the entry to Mint, a narrow staircase, was 
actually located in the foyer of The Pavilion. Mint’s patrons had to walk through the 
sidewalk/dining space into the large hotel entrance before, in full view of the pub’s 
patrons, turning right to walk up the stairs, past a ‘Private Function’ sign, to join the 
‘other lesbians’ in their secluded space. Mint’s patrons, in other words, were marked 
as lesbian in a non-lesbian space. This is interesting insomuch as it speaks to the 
combined interweaving of “heterosexual repetition” and “homosexual regulation”, 
the two phenomena that combine to produce heteronormative space (Hankin, 
“Lesbian” 34). Hetero-repetition occurs through “such devices as imagery, music, and 
landscape management” that “work to vigilantly assert heterosexuality’s spatial 
dominance”. Homo-regulation occurs through the “public regulation of homosexual 
acts and representations through” any homophobic act which “underscores the 
illegitimacy of gays and lesbians in public space” (Hankin, “Lesbian” 34). And this is 
one reading of the spatial relationship set up in Mint’s first incarnation. Mint’s 
patrons had to walk through the predominantly hetero-sidewalk/dining space, 
‘repetitive’ because it is open every night and consistent with embedded cultural 
performances of public heterosexuality, which spatially dominated the entry spaces 
to The Pavilion, before their sexuality was regulated—directed, circulated, 
managed—upstairs, a spatial process which at least implies that Mint’s lesbian 
patrons were otherwise illegitimate subjects in the legitimate downstairs spaces. 
While I am not arguing that The Pavilion is a completely heteronormative space, I do 
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think that the spatial organisation of Mint and the management of Mint’s patrons’ 
occupation of space in The Pavilion is evidence of cultural marginalisation. Yet, this 
reading occurs within the larger spaces of West End, which, unlike Mint’s second 
incarnation in the Brisbane CBD, did actually offer Mint’s patrons a range of 
reasonably safe/queer-friendly social options for pre- or post-Mint patronage. 
 
Take 2: Mint-Rush in the Brisbane CBD 
 
Living on borders and in margins, keeping intact one's shifting and multiple 
identity and integrity, is like trying to swim in a new element, an 'alien' 
element. (Anzaldúa in Inness 143) 
  
In March 2006, Mint was reincarnated as Mint-Rush in the central business district of 
Brisbane in Rush Lounge, a contemporary-styled café/bar/restaurant on Post Office 
Square Green. In ‘usual’ operation Rush Lounge is open Mondays to Fridays, for 
breakfast until ‘late’ evening and closed all weekend. Looker’s agreement with Rush 
saw Mint run at fortnightly frequency—every second Saturday evening—activating 
the venue during its ‘dead zone’.  
 
While the first incarnation of Mint was secured in a secluded ‘margin’ of the larger 
environment of The Pavilion, Mint-Rush was again secluded but this time vulnerable, 
detached from any proximate and ‘lively’ host. Although central to the CBD (literally 
adjacent to the GPO), Rush Lounge occupies a part of the city lightly populated 
outside of the working week. Post Office Square Green covers an underground 
shopping arcade and food court, which services the urban weekday workforce. The 
Green is an ostensibly civic space bounded by public buildings, banks, and 
commercial office towers. Rush is located in the bottom of one of these towers. The 
space of the bar penetrates inwardly deep into the city block but also connects out 
to the space of the plaza via a long semi-open verandah-like terrace as an extended 
frontage to the public domain. This arrangement offered users the opportunity to 
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retreat into the darkly toned, intimate interior of booths or lounges, to sit at the bar, 
or to sit on stools in the in-between space of the terrace. The bar itself easily served 
both the terrace and the more enclosed interior. 
 
Interestingly, the most active space at Mint was also the most public. The terrace is 
where most women chose to sit; it was where performances were staged and 
karaoke and games were held. And often the social play extended beyond the 
boundaries of Rush, in impromptu ball games on the perfect grassy field of the 
Green. Despite the optimistic clientage and sense of play, Mint’s tenure at Rush 
Lounge was short-lived and not unsurprisingly. Looker was daring for attempting an 
interim colonisation of the ‘after-hours’ corporate, heterosexed cityscape and Mint 
members and friends acknowledged this. Whether or not this grapple with 
hegemonic city space was actually transgressive is worth considering. For one thing, 
it is anecdotally true that many of Mint’s patrons found its CBD location threatening 
and uncomfortable; accordingly, Mint’s attendance figures fell. Still, the young dykes 
that kicked a ball around on the Green after midnight in between drinks were 
certainly squeezing a fresh delight out of that space. Was there diverse, albeit 
problematic, pleasure to be had in this move ‘out of place’ from the queer quarter of 
West End into the central city? Certainly, Mint-Rush demonstrated the streets of 
Brisbane "as a site of textured, complex everyday practices emblematic of cultural 
difference" (Reynolds 110). For short bursts in the brief span of a few months, then, 
Mint sited lesbian existence where that very existence is most denied. But again 
there was a certain invisible marginality about that spatial occupation, given that 
there is otherwise little occupation of or circulation through Post Office Square Green 
on Saturday evenings. Thus, lesbians may have briefly, collectively occupied a space 
in Brisbane’s CBD, but who actually noticed? Or is this not the most productive 
question to ask? bell hooks writes that “moving, we confront the realities of choice 
and location” (in Rendell, Penner, and Borden 203). With this in mind, it is possible 
that the very failure of Mint’s Brisbane CBD reincarnation—as Mint-Rush—evidences 
the real risks associated with trying to re-negotiate the dominant sexuality of a space 
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from a marginal subject position. It equally evidences the ongoing importance of 
trying to do exactly that, even if success in such a venture is decidedly against the 
odds. 
  
Take 3: Mint at The Wickham 
 
In August of 2006, proprietor Looker’s efforts to re-found her club in more fertile 
ground finally bore reward with the launch of ‘Mint Cocktail Bar and Nite Club’ at the 
gayest pub in Brisbane: The Wickham Hotel in Fortitude Valley. The Wickham first 
opened in the 1890s as a public hotel for railway workers and as such exemplifies 
the colonial form of 19th century hotel architecture, with ‘wraparound’ street awning 
and a first floor verandah. It made the transition to queerness in 1994, when it was 
re-opened as a gay venue. At The Wickham, Mint opened every Saturday evening 
approaching a more predictable timetable, rather than the characteristically sporadic 
agendas of many lesbian venues, whereby patrons need to consult a calendar before 
they can be sure that the bar will be open.  
 
In its third incarnation, Mint is hosted in the hotel’s ‘function’ space, which has, like 
Mint’s first siting at The Pavilion, recently been refurbished. The space at The 
Wickham is connected to the verandah through the original narrow openings. So, 
while Mint at The Wickham is perceptibly larger and more spatially varied than in 
either of the other locations, it also feels more ‘interior’. What is more significant, 
however, is that even at the gayest pub in Brisbane, Mint is still located upstairs or, 
in other words, in a marginal space within the building. Again, most activities and 
patrons are located downstairs on the dance-floor or the street-side tables. But, 
rather than mourn the ongoing marginalisation of lesbians in the Brisbane built 
environment—which is clearly a spatial fact—perhaps there is a more productive 
reading of the typical siting of lesbian bars in upstairs spaces.  
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While the ‘upstairs’ angle is partly about marketing (Looker needed a separate space 
to be able to market a ‘lesbian’ space and to charge entry into it) and about 
Queensland architecture—in the United States, for example, lesbian bars were often 
below-ground, which was not only a response to the need for covert safety, but also 
an architectural response to a different climate—it also has certain symbolic 
significance. In Queer Space: Architecture and Same-Sex Desire, Aaron Betsky spends 
very little time discussing lesbian space or lesbians’ contribution to the construction 
of queer space. However, he does offer a possible queer reading of a particular rite 
of women in antiquity, which functioned as a retreat from their daily life and the 
male domination that characterised it. This was played out spatially. For women in 
Greek antiquity, Betsky argues: 
 
The free space of the body was considerably more circumscribed. It appeared 
only once a year, during the Adonia rite, when the women would gather at 
dusk on the roof. There they would drink, talk, and laugh all night, often 
making fun of the male world that surrounded them during the harsh 
daylight. […] The roof became, and still is in many cultures, the final feminine 
refuge from the dark, enclosed spaces to which they were assigned in 
traditional cultures.  (Betsky citing Sennett and Kuels 33) 
 
This mythologising of the space of the roof as women’s ritual space is interesting, 
particularly if we consider upstairs spaces that, by and large, overview or look out 
over the street as ‘roof-life’. Not only were three of the five lesbian bars advertised 
on The Pink Sofa (discussed earlier) located in ‘upstairs’ parts of larger pubs, but the 
first and third incarnations of Mint, specifically, were/are also located in upstairs 
areas (of The Pavilion and The Wickham). And, in fact, Mint’s second incarnation in 
Rush is even more roof-like, given its siting in Post Office Square Green which is the 
roof of Post Office Square. To this extent, Mint really is a space, in all three of its 
incarnations, where lesbian women ‘gather at dusk on the roof’ to ‘drink, talk, and 
laugh’ and where the ‘roof’ was, and still is, a genuine ‘refuge’ away from dominant 
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(heteronormative) culture. In other words, lesbian bars, to apply Betsky’s example, 
can also be considered as a (lesbian-specific) ritualistic site. Perhaps this is especially 
the case with Mint’s latest siting at The Wickham, given that it is, structurally and 
aesthetically, the space that most resembles the ‘dark, enclosed spaces’ of Betsky’s 
ancient Greek women’s ritual.  
 
Conclusion: Or, From Patchouli to Mint 
 
Looker articulated her charter for Mint as about creating an accessible, comfortable, 
stylish space for a ‘diverse’ lesbian population, with an aesthetic intention that 
was/is unambiguously pointed towards ‘lesbian chic’. Yet, in the spectrum of 
possible urban occupation by lesbians, Mint by no means embodies the most radical 
or overtly political, except in the sense that all lesbian occupation is inherently 
radical, to a certain extent, when contextualised within a hetero-sexist society. 
However, Mint, and lesbian bars more widely, do have some interesting cultural 
practices in common with Betsky’s reading of the Adonia ritual, where women 
festively shared time together on rooftops away from dominant male culture. 
Moreover, the comparison with this ritual actually contributes not only to our 
understanding of lesbian bars in the Brisbane built environment, but also to our 
understanding of why mappings of lesbian public occupation have thus far been so 
problematic in much existing scholarship.  
Indeed, while lesbian bars are a sub-cultural and ritualistic space carved out 
to resist the everyday oppressions of dominant heteronormative culture in the 
company of other lesbians, they were not typically about the public display of lesbian 
urban occupation, just as the Adonia ritual Betsky describes is not about ancient 
Greek women publicly displaying their community/community space to dominant 
culture. It was about their relationship to each other. For one thing, there was, and 
still is, considerable risk associated with public displays of female community, 
particularly for lesbians when lesbian bars first emerged in the early twentieth 
century. It is, then, both unsurprising and inevitable that lesbian culture is not 
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publicly marked in the same ways as gay male or heterosexual culture. Part of this 
‘unmarked-ness’ is structural: because lesbian bars occupy small spaces, and often 
only temporarily so, in larger places, the places they are a part of are never (or 
rarely) marked as ‘lesbian’. The Pavilion’s signage labelled it as The Pavilion, for 
example, and not as a ‘lesbian bar every second Saturday’.  
Ultimately then, lesbian bars resist cultural mapping on at least two counts. 
First, and as mentioned above, lesbian bars are not public in the same way as, for 
example, gay space tends to be, because lesbianism does not tend to be a 
conspicuous and publicly spatial sexuality. Second, lesbian spaces are also not 
publicly mediated in the same way, or to the same extent, as other spaces. Because 
lesbian communities, for all of the above reasons and more, tend to self-map 
through interpersonal (and increasingly virtual interpersonal) networks—like, for 
Brisbane lesbians, The Pink Sofa—they are thus difficult for people outside those 
networks to access. If lesbian spaces are not marked, and if there is not ready access 
to their interpersonal markings, then lesbian spaces are effectively ‘invisible’ from 
certain cultural perspectives. Within this perspectival ‘invisibility’, Mint provides a 
site for Brisbane lesbians to express their relationships for each other and for 
lesbian community within and in contrast to dominant culture, rather than to or for 
dominant culture. Of course, whether effective invisibility is the best presence for 
(semi)public lesbian culture in the Brisbane built environment in 2007 is a much 
larger debate. 
 
 
Postscript: 
The Mint Pride Party on June 16, 2007 saw Samantha Looker reincarnate the bar at 
The Pavilion at West End in what can here be interpreted as an epilogue of its (just 
over) two years sojourn in Brisbane. At the time of publication Mint Cocktail Bar had 
ceased operation.  
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